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Copyright 
This document is in the public domain. Properties referred to in this document, 
such as the Supergame RPG System are copyrighted to Precis Intermedia, Inc. 
Other references, such as to the video game Guilty Gear, Street Fighter, and other 
video games refer to properties owned by their respective companies such as Arc 


System Works, Capcom, Blizzard, Riot Games, MiHoYo, and so on. 
The ideas in this document have not been game-tested given that most of the 


content herein are ideas for how to deal with superhero RPGs, not actual role- 


playing game mechanics 


Superhero RPG Alternative Character Archetypes 3 


Introduction 


Superhero RPG games typically ask players to come up with an origin for the 
characters that they are going to play. This is fine, but it can lead to a kind of 
analysis-paralysis as player try to think up a “cool” backstory or character design. In 
cases such as these, it might be better to approach the idea with a more functional 
perspective. Fighting video games and multiplayer online battle arena video games 
have been around long enough that different characters in those games can be 
categorized into broad archetypes that can be adapted to superhero roleplaying 
games; after all, one of the main draws of a superhero game is to get into epic 
battles. In that sense, the origin is less interesting that what kind of battles in which 
the characters dominate or struggle. 

This document covers archetypes for both individual characters and teams 
found in fighting video games and multiplayer battle arena games. In addition, 
some attention is paid to “special moves” that are commonly seen in many action- 
oriented video games. Although there are a large number of archetypes, only a few 
are presented here; players of superhero games don’t need a large number of 
archetypes to sift through, just a few to spark the imagination. 

Players should not feel like they must adhere to the guidelines provided herein. 
Always consider these guidelines as something to customize, and don’t be afraid to 


mix archetypes, if doing so makes for a more enjoyable experience. 
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Individual Characters 


The Grappler 

Grappler characters represent physical power personified. Players using 
Grapplers put the most resources into physical characteristics such as strength, 
endurance, high damage output, and also resistance to damage. This causes 
Grapplers to be characters that generally operate in close range, and focused more 
on grabbing and crushing opponents by hand. 

Because of the close-proximity focus of Grapplers, they are often vulnerable to 
Zoners (detailed later), which are characters that keep their distance and utilize 
long-range attacks. Because of this weakness, Grapplers tend to have a “get over 
here” ability that drags opponents in, or at least knocks them down, giving the 
Grappler time to close the distance. At the same time, Grapplers are very strong 
against Rushdown characters (also detailed later), which are characters that are 
optimized for closing distance and attacking an opponent at close range. 

Checklist: 

® Grapplers emphasize high physical damage output and are able to absorb 
a large amount of physical damage 

® Grapplers tend to avoid long-range powers in order to build up characters 
that can grab opponents and tear them apart 

@ While Grapplers can be fast, they don’t emphasize speed if it means 
reducing their ability to deliver or absorb physical damage 

® Grapplers tend to have some kind of ability that can be, very broadly, a 
long-range attack that drags opponents to the Grappler, or knocks the 
opponent down so that the Grappler to close the distance. 

¢ Examples of Grapplers include Potemkin from the Guilty Gear game 


series, or Zangief from Street Fighter game series 
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The Zoner 


Zoners specialize in staying away from opponents and delivering attacks from 
afar. Because of this emphasis on distance attacks, Zoners tend to have high 
mobility and little endurance. Zoners also tend to have little to offer in close-range 
combat due to their emphasis on distance attacks. A good Zoner is generally good 
at annoying opponents with hit-and-run, strafing, or other attacks that make 
opponents wish they could just get their hands on the Zoner. 

Because of this focus on distance attacks, along with their physical frailty, 
Zoners are vulnerable to Rushdown characters (detailed below), which are 
characters that specialize in getting past the long-range attacks and hit the Zoner 
at close range. To deal with this, Zoners tend to also have a “get off me” ability that 
enables the Zoner to push off opponents in order to get some space. At the same 
time, Zoners do well against Grapplers (detailed above) because of the Grappler’s 
need to get close in order to be effective. 

Checklist: 

¢ Zoners emphasize high mobility to keep distance and long-range attacks 
to make it difficult to approach them without taking damage 

e Zoners tend to trade their advantages with physical frailty, which 
translates to low damage absorption and low strength 

e Zoners also tend to have a “get off me” ability to force off opponents that 
have managed to get by the attacks and confront the Zoner directly 

¢ Examples of Zoners include Axl Low from the Guilty Gear series, and 


Dhalsim from the Street Fighter series 
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The Rushdown 

Rushdown characters specialize in getting close to an opponent and battering 
that opponent in hand-to-hand combat. With Rushdown characters, the emphasis 
is on the ability to deliver an overwhelming and continuous offense in close range. 
Some Rushdown characters are also Glass Cannons, which means that the 
character can deal fight-stopping power, but cannot withstand much damage. 
Other Rushdown characters are more robust. Rushdown characters also tend to 
have some kind of “out of my way” ability that gets them close to a target. This can 
be speed, teleportation, some kind of shielding, or some kind of offensive ability 
that clears the field so that the Rushdown can run in to attack. 

Rushdown characters do well against Zoner characters. The ability to bypass 
Zoner attacks and deal with the relatively frail Zoner character up close gives 
Rushdown characters a lot of advantage. Unfortunately, Rushdown characters are 
vulnerable to Grapplers, whose immense strength, endurance, and speciality in 
close combat can overwhelm a Rushdown in a critical moment and result in fight- 
ending damage. 

Checklist: 

¢ Rushdown characters emphasize overwhelming continuous attack at 
close distance to defeat their opponents 

© Some Rushdown characters are also Glass Cannons, which can deal 
immense damage while being extremely frail 

@ Rushdown characters tend to have an “out of my way” ability to enable 
them to close distance quickly and attack up close 

¢ Rushdown characters do very well against the more frail Zoners, but tend 
to do poorly against the more robust Grapplers 

¢ Examples include Leo Whitefang from the Guilty Gear game series and 


Ken from the Street Fighter series 
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The Shoto 


Shoto characters get their name from Ryu, a character that appeared in the 
first installment of the Street Fighter video game series. Ryu is practitioner of 
Shotokan Karate, and thus this type of character is named after his style of fighting. 

Shoto characters are the jack-of-all trade characters in fighting games. They 
can grapple, use ranged attacks, and rush in for close combat, but they do not 
excel in these areas to the degree that other characters would. Rather, they are 
known for the general flexibility in various combat situations. This creates an 
interesting scenario where Shoto characters are a threat to previously mentioned 
characters, but vulnerable to them as well. 

Being generalist characters, Shoto characters have abilities similar to other 
characters previously mentioned, but tend to not have similar auxiliary abilities, 
such as the “get over here” ability of Grapplers, the “get off me” ability of Zoners, 
and the “out of my way” ability of Rushdown characters. Instead, as mentioned 
earlier, Shotos benefit from an ability to switch tactics as the situation demands. 

Checklist: 

¢ Shotos do not optimize for one style of play, instead spending resources 
on a little bit of everything 

¢ This generalist nature means that the Shoto is simultaneously strong and 
vulnerable against other characters since a Shoto can do some of what 
the other characters do, but does not specialize to the same degree as 
those same characters 

@ Shoto characters are attractive choices for players who want a broader 
range of choices for tactics even if it means having less power in a 
specific area 

¢ Examples of Shotos are Ryu from the Street Fighter series, and Ky Kiske 


from the Guilty Gear series 
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The Footsie 

The term “Footsie” comes from certain characters in fighting games that were 
initially known for their crouching kicks. They occupy a unique role among all the 
character types; where Grapplers wait for opponents come to them, where Zoners 
attack from long range, where Rushdown characters cross the field to attack up 
close, and where the Shoto contains a bit of everything, the Footsie exists to 
stymie all of them. Footsies move to the center of a battlefield and disrupt all the 
other character types with “Pokes”, which are attacks that are meant to disrupt the 
flow of opponents, expose vulnerabilities, and prevent forward movement, or even 
push the opponent back. 

At close range, the Footsie will use attacks that disrupt forward movement, 
such as throws that force opponents to spend time getting up, leaving them 
vulnerable to attack. They attack at odd angles, like a crouching kick, to force 
opponents to adapt to the Footsie rather the other way around. At long range, any 
attack is meant to prevent forward movement, such as frustrating opponents, 
knocking them backward, slowing them down, or breaking up any combination of 
moves and opponent might make. In short, a Footsie is a nuisance fighter who 
picks a spot and keeps everyone else away from it. 

Checklist: 

¢ Footsies are nuisance fighters that pick an area on the battlefield and 
prevent opponents from entering it 

® Footsies use eclectic attacks that are hard to defend against. These 
attacks are meant to stop forward movement, push back opponents, wear 
them down, disrupt attacks, and open vulnerabilities 

¢ Examples of Footsies include Jackie-O from the Guilty Gear series and 


Karin from the Street Fighter series 
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Team Character Roles 


The Tank 


Among teams the Tank is the heavy hitter. Usually using short-range attacks, 
the Tank is similar to the Grappler for individual characters. Within a team context, 
however, the Tank’s role is to act as a living shield for the other characters, as well 
as drawing the attention and attacks of the other side. This is because if the Tank is 
ignored, then the Tank’s team will be protected from direct attack, and the Tank will 
break through enemy lines. As a result, the Tank has to be taken seriously, which in 
turn makes the Tank the focus of many attacks. 

Tank characters generally have a lot of resources put into physical robustness, 
and defense and attack power. This often means that Tanks are slow and focused 
on close range attacks, but are difficult to bring down. In addition to the ability to 
withstand assault, Tanks might have shields or weapons for close range combat. 
Unlike the Grapplers, Tanks do not generally have a “get over here” ability, since 
their role in a team naturally causes others to attack them as they attempt to break 
through barriers and shield their teammates from harm. 

Checklist: 

¢ Tanks are made to break enemy lines while also acting as living shields for 
other team 

¢ This focus usually means powerful endurance, defense, and close range 
attack power, but at the price of relative slowness and fewer, if any long 
range attack abilities 

® Tanks rely on other characters to defend them as needed, since those 
other characters will be more mobile than the Tank 

¢ Examples of Tanks are Reinhardt from the Overwatch game series and 


Garen from the League of Legends MOBA game 
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The DPS 


“DPS” stands for “Damage Per Second”. This character type emphasizes heavy 
attack power and sometimes mobility, but often are not able to absorb a lot of 
damage. DPS characters often use Tanks as shields while delivering damage to 
enemy forces and at the same time keeping enemies from wearing down or 
bringing down those same Tank characters. 

There are two broad types of DPS. The first is the classic DPS, which is a long 
range attack character, placing high value on mobility, soeed, and enough 
firepower to down single enemies and groups alike. The second is an area-defense 
DPS - this type of character picks a spot, such as some location that needs 
defending, and stays there, providing devastating attack power to anyone trying to 
enter the area. Both of these types have their pros and cons. Mobile DPS 
characters can run all over an area, targeting others at will, but only a few good 
strikes will bring them down. Area-defense DPS characters are more robust, but 
must stay in one area to be effective; moving means dismantling any setup and 
moving to another location before becoming effective again. 

Checklist: 

¢ DPS characters emphasize high damage output, but often at the expense 
of the ability to absorb damage 

e There are two general types of DPS characters: mobile DPS characters that 
can run all over an area dealing damage, or area-defense DPS characters 
that tend to stay in one place and punish anyone trying to get close 

¢ DPS characters will, in general, be shielded by the Tank, as well as keep 
opponents off the Tank, providing strong team synergy 

¢ Examples of DPS characters are Tracer from the Overwatch game series 


and Wriothesley from Genshin Impact 
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The Stealth 


Stealth characters are similar to DPS, but there is more emphasis on evading 
detection while moving around the area. Stealth characters specialize in one-shot 
kills, moving past enemy lines and attacking from behind. While such characters 
are highly mobile, more than DPS characters, and hard to detect, they tend to be 
Glass Cannons; characters that can deal fight-ending damage without any ability to 
absorb damage in return. 

Stealth characters usually come in two variations: first are the close combat 
Stealth characters that move around the area, cutting down targets quickly before 
moving on to the next target. The second is the sniper. The sniper displays mobility 
by finding some location to perch and find targets from afar. Snipers then engage 
in one-shot kills from this location until forced to move elsewhere. 

The major issue for Stealth characters are other characters or devices that can 
detect the manner in which Stealth characters maintain their hidden nature. This 
nullifies one of the Stealth character's advantages, and renders the Stealth 
character highly vulnerable to boot. That said, there is no better character to 
infiltrate a location, acquire information, quickly deal with an opponent, and leave 
before anyone figures things out. 

Checklist: 

¢ Stealth characters optimize for three characteristics: mobility, non- 
detection, and one-shot kills 

¢ Stealth characters are often unable to take damage because they trade 
physical robustness for the other characteristics 

e Stealth characters are usually close combat assassins that move around 
an area, or long range snipers that pick a spot to work from 

¢ Example Stealth characters are Widowmaker from the Overwatch game 


series, and Caitlyn from League of Legends 
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The Support 

As their name implies, Support characters provide support to the rest of the 
team. Often, this is in the form of healing injured characters, but it can also be in 
the form of crowd control, information on opponents and traps, and the ability to 
boost the capabilities of other teammates. Because of their nature, Support 
characters have little in the way of offensive or defensive capabilities. This can 
make them a target, since they rely on the rest of the team to protect them, and 
the removal of Supports deny a team a valuable resource. 

Support characters can be very mobile, going wherever they are most needed, 
and engaging in crowd control, power-boosting, or vision control. As such, 
Supports can find themselves in a dangerous situation if they somehow stray from 
the main body of the team, or if the team is forced to split up. Other team 
members, such as the DPS and Sniper, need to check in on the Support 
occasionally to make sure that the Support is safe (at least for the time being). 

Healing is a well-understood ability, so not much needs to be said here. Crowd 
control refers to the ability to gather up enemy units, bringing them together so 
that other characters have a chance to bring them down all at once. Vision control 
refers to the ability to set up some kind of awareness within a given area to allow 
other characters to know who or what is there, thus avoiding ambushes and traps. 
Power-boosting, as one might imagine, deals with temporarily enhancing the 
abilities of other characters for enhanced fighting potential. 

Checklist: 

¢ Support characters emphasize mobility, and can specialize in healing, 
crowd control, vision control, and power-boosting, or some combination 
of those abilities; this makes them frail and open to being targeted 

¢ Examples of Supports include Mercy from the Overwatch game series, 


and Vex from the League of Legends 
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Special Moves 


The Power Move 

Characters in fighting games always have some kind of special move that 
delivers greater-than-normal destructive power in battle. These “power moves” 
come with restrictions - they can cost health to use, they might only be useable 
when health is very low, they might require some resource to activate, and so on. 

In RPG terms, the Power Move should be one singular attack that is well above 
the standard power level of the characters in the game. The Game Master should 
determine a suitable set of restrictions to ensure the Power Move is used only once 


per fight, or even once per several fights to ensure the move isn’t used too much. 


The Chain Attack 

Another staple of fighting games is the chain attack. A chain attack is where a 
fighting game character initiates a series of sequential attacks that continues the 
trend until the opponent is finally able to break the chain. This chain can include, 
and possibly end with, the aforementioned Power Move for added devastation. 

In RPG terms, a player would have to declare a “Chain Attack” prior to an actual 
attack. Assuming the player out-rolls an opponent's defense, the player can initiate 
one attack. Thereafter, the player must again roll against the opponent’s defense 
rating, with some additional number added to it. If the player succeeds, another 
attack is issued. This continues until the player fails a roll at which point the 
opponent can initiate one unanswered attack against the player. This is also true if 
the player is unable to out-roll an opponent on the initial attack. This free counter- 


attack can balance out a chain attack, if only a little bit. 
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Area Of Effect (AoE) 

An Area of Effect (AoE) attack is a staple of fighting and battle arena games. It 
is some kind of attack that deals out damage across some area as defined by a 
character. This attack could be a hail of missiles, lightning strikes, waves of flame, 
or anything else a player can imagine. Generally, it is possible to dodge these 
attacks (being agile enough to evade the hail of missiles as they land, for example), 
so the use of an AoE attack is not a guaranteed hit, but can potentially affect 
multiple characters in a given area. 

AoE attacks can be regular attacks or Power Moves, although the latter is more 
common for opponents, especially boss opponents of some area. Games like the 
Diablo series use AoE attacks with regularity, since Diablo-style games involve 
players fighting massive hordes of relatively low-level opponents. In scenarios like 


this, an AoE attack can be a valuable asset. 


Damage over Time (DoT) 

DoT attacks represent any attack that damages an opponent over multiple 
turns. The obvious ideas here would be fire, acid, and so on, but can also be 
curses, life-draining, or even some kind of AoE attack. This type of attack is often 
found in team-based battle arena games like League of Legends. Here, a DoT 
attack is applied, which forces members of the opposing team to find a way to 
remove the effects of the attack or else slowly diminish over time. 

The mechanics of a DoT attack should be easy to recreate using RPG 
mechanics. Because the damage consistently occurs over time (character 
defenses notwithstanding), there is the question of how much damage should take 
place in one turn. A high damage rating over several turns could be devastating, 
while a low damage rating over one or two turns would be trivial. Game Masters 


and players should discuss the issue to find a happy balance. 
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One Special Mention: Asuka R. Kreutz 


Background 

Among fighting game characters, Asuka R. Kreutz, a mage character from the 
Guilty Gear series is unique. In superhero RPG terms, his specialized mechanics 
make him a combination of Zoner, Shoto, and an eclectic mix of both. Asuka is able 
to operate this way because of a set of game mechanics created just for him. 
Unlike other characters, Asuka has a Mana meter; he cannot casts spells unless he 
has enough mana to cast it, and this varies with each spell. One of his spells allows 
him to regenerate Mana, but because this makes him vulnerable to attack, he is 
capable of sacrifice his health for faster Mana regeneration. 

Asuka has three sets of spells, which are called “Test Cases” (he is both 
scientist and mage; the Guilty Gear lore explains this). When an Asuka character 
begins the game, the character starts with Test Case 1, which holds the long range 
attacks. There are several spells in each Test Case, but the Asuka is only allowed to 
use four at one time which are randomly assigned. Each time a spell is used, it is 
made unavailable until all the spells are used; a new spell is randomly assigned to 
replace it. The spells can be regenerated either after all spells in a Test Case are 
used, or if he switches to a new Test Case. Test Case 2 contains close range 
attacks, and Test Case 3 has an eclectic mix of attack and utility spells. 

As mentioned earlier, using each spell costs costs Mana, but so does 
everything else besides Mana regeneration. If Asuka’s player is not happy with a 
selection of spells, the player can engage a move that rearranges the spells, 
creating a new randomized set of available spells. This costs Mana, as does Asuka’s 
switch to a new Test Case. Further, if Asuka takes damage, Mana is further lost. The 
complete loss of Mana is devastating to Asuka; he takes double damage with each 


hit until he can find some opportunity to regenerate Mana. 
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Ideas for Recreating Asuka in an RPG 

Asuka’s dynamics can be recreated in any RPG, but it would take significant 
homebrewing. As a result, what follows are some ideas that might help the 
process. First and foremost, Asuka-style characters would need to have access to 
much more power than other characters in order to create at least three Test Cases 
of spells that are divisible by four (24 spells per Test Case for example). Because 
the power is split among so many individual spells that the character is functionally 
at the same level, per spell, as other characters being use in the game. 

In order to use these spells, a new attribute, Mana, needs to be created, and 
each spell would need to have a Mana cost. This cost could be the same across 
spells, which would be easier to deal with, or each spell could have its own Mana 
cost, which might complicate things, but would create a more dynamic problem 
when it comes to Mana management. In addition, these spells must be randomly 
assigned. This prevents cherry-picking the best spell for the moment. This might 
solved with a table, perhaps using a 24-sided die, if there are 24 spells per Test 
Case. Next to each table entry, there might be some checkboxes to indicate which 
spells are available for use and which spells are unavailable until they are all used 
up and subsequently regenerated. It should be decided if Mana depletes when 
damage is taken by the Asuka character. Finally, it should cost Mana to switch Test 
Cases, and switching should take up at least one turn. It should be possible to also 
switch the available spells, but at the cost of Mana and one turn. 

The ability to regenerate Mana should be a skill for ease of gameplay, and take 
up two turns, unless the player wishes to sacrifice health to soeed up the process 
to one turn. This makes the character vulnerable and forces tactical decision- 
making. Whether that regeneration completely regenerates Mana or lesser amount 
should be determined before the game begins. In addition, it must be decided if 


the character should take double damage when Mana is completely gone. 
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Conclusion 


There is nothing wrong with coming up with a traditional origin story for 
superhero RPG characters. Sometimes, however, it helps to work backwards, 
defining the character’s abilities first, and then the origin. In the end, superhero 
RPGs are very action-oriented games, so a certain level of practicality can go a 
long way. 

Because of the nature of superhero RPGs, video games such as Street Fighter, 
Guilty Gear, League of Legends, Diablo, and the like provide a great deal of material 
for ideas on how to build a character, and what kind of challenges to run in a game. 
Knowing that a character is a Zoner means a clever Game Master can introduce an 
opponent specifically to challenge that character. Players also have a better idea of 
how to create characters for team-based action rather than coming up with 
something individually and finding a way to work together. That is not to say 
finding a way to work together does not have its own type of enjoyability, rather it 
is to say that now players have an option. 

Hopefully, this document will be useful to players and game masters alike, and 
provide fertile ground for ideas the next time people gather for another superhero 


RPG game. 
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